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VENICE 1727: SONNETS ON THE EXECUTION OF 
DOMENICO ALTHAN 

The following sonnets are survivors of a class of literature, the 
general aspects of which, in relation to the history of Venice, have 
been described by Professor Medin. 1 But there are still one or two 
basic facts to recall in connection with them. As far as my obser- 
vation goes, the population of Venice is divided into two parts: 
there are those who gossip in prose and there are those who gossip 
in verse. I have an impression also that the second class far 
outnumbers the first. But that is only an impression. I am certain 
only that in Venice — where everyone in his innermost life of 
emotion and ideals still lives under the old Republic — the spirit 
of Pasquino is still as vigorously alive as of yore. And to this day, 
if you get up early in the morning, you will see samples of this 
same literature pasted on all the conspicuous walls and colonnades 
of Venice. It is the Venetian way of apprehending things. The 
versified witticism is for Venetians a form of dialectics by which 
they spiritually annul the contradiction between their ideals, which 
are of the remote past, and current events, which are, alas, only too 
evenly abreast of the times. The vast part of this literature perishes 
of course. It is usually malicious. It is often obscene. Street- 
cleaners and policemen are specially commissioned to destroy it. 
It has to reckon also with the friends of the people it so commonly 
assails. However, the wittier specimens are sometimes copied and 
passed around in manuscript. If the victim of a satire is specially 
unpopular, his caricatures last a long time. President Wilson, last 
summer, was usually good for a two-day exposure. The brighter 
things against Giolitti promise actually to outlive the war. If Checo 
Bepo gets off rather easily it is for another reason. The nightly 
crop of satire on Austrian matters is so large that all available 
and desirable wall space is covered at once. And the wit of Tuesday 
is arrogantly pasted over the wit of Monday, and so on. 

Some fragments of such verse on the execution of Count Domen- 
ico Althan, Nov. 5, 1727, were published by Molmenti in his essay 
entitled Una condanna capitale. 2 In adding to this collection, I 

l La storia di Venezia nella poesia, Milano, Hoepli, 1904. 
2 P. G. Molmenti, Teochie storie, Venezia, Ongania, 1882, pp. 137-146. 
To this theme Molmenti returns in / banditi della RepulUica Veneta, 
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hope to ease the Senator's mind on one point. He was somewhat 
concerned because his verses had here and there a foot too many. 
Mine on the contrary have here and there a foot too few. Taking 
the series as a whole, we may rest assured that the general average 
of Pasquino's style will not be lowered. As for Domenico Althan, 
we may recall that his chief title to fame is that he went to the 
scaffold with a sense of humor. He was duly shriven by his con- 
fessor for the murder of a successful rival in love. He then felt 
that his accounts were square with God, and spent his few remain- 
ing hours evening things up with his enemies in the world. When 
brought to the block, he adopted tactics of obstructionism, attempt- 
ing to gain an indefinite respite by a speech indefinitely long. The 
public was much exercised by a strenuous campaign for a pardon 
conducted by his relatives.; and by a squabble for his clothes be- 
tween his executioner and the attending monks. Venetian gossip 
was vociferous on the merits and demerits of these latter questions. 
On both of them the Council of Ten had the final say. Where 
did Althan go when he died? Our sonnets throw more heat than 
light on this problem. 

These poems, as they appear in the Cicogna Codex 1197 (Museo 
Correr, Venice), cc. 201-202, comprise three sonnets not given by 
Molmenti. The sonnet beginning Popolo addio seems to have 
initiated the polemic,' provoking two replies in similar rhyme 
scheme. Since Molmenti's text for this poem is somewhat imper- 
fect I venture to reproduce the new form of it here, along with the 
second sonnet printed by Molmenti, which constitutes a parallel 
with our first reply. 

Sopra la morte del conte Althan, 1121 

Popolo, addio! Nel gran punto di morte, 
Quando l'alma 6 per render conto a Dio 
Di quanto oprS, senza pensier di morte 
Disse scherzando Althan: "Popolo, addio." 

Che confldenza 6 questa con la morte? 
pur qual prosonzion folle con Dio, 
Meritar su'l patibolo la morte 
E baldanzoso dir : " Popolo, addio ! " 



Firenze, Bemporad, 1898, pp. 210-215, but by a misprint the events are here 
referred to the year 1726. See also Tassini, Alcune delle piii, clamorose 
condanne eapitali eseguite in Venezia sotto la Repubblica, Venezia, Fontana, 
1892, p. 286. 
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Innocenza di vita pria di morte, 
Coscienza netta e gran timor di Dio, 
Potria sperar misericordia in morte. 

Ma render oltraggiato in vita un Dio, 
II prossimo ridur sin alia morte . . . ! 
Miserere e non piU " Popolo, addio ! " 

Credete al pensier mio: 
Con questa contrizion d'Althan interno, 
Nel dir " Popolo addio " piombo all' Inferno. 

Risposta al Oontrascritto 

{Memento mei dum veneris in regnum tuum! Luc. xxiii. Duo ladrones 
qui erueifixi erant cum eo improperabant ei. Matt, xxvn.) 

Non iia stupor cli'Althan giunto alia morte, 
Tempo che 1'alma renda conto a Dio, 
Dica, quasi scherzando con la morte, 
Con intrepido cor : " Popolo, addio." 

Confidenza non 6 sprezzar la morte, 
N6 folle prosonzion sperar in Dio. 
Anzi, che su'l patibolo la morte 
Pena 6 dell'alma per meritarsi a Dio. 

Due ladri in croce bestemiavan Dio; 
Ambedue condannati eran a morte. 
Con un memento uno sen vola a Dio: — 

Sentimenti d'Althan : " Popolo, addio." 
" Popolo," volea dir, " il corpo a morte, 
L'alma contrito cuor la rende a Dio." 

In Risposta al detto Sonnetto 

Dunque perchS nel gran punto di morte 
Disse gia lieto Altan : " Popolo addio ? " 
Pormi sentenza di sua eterna morte, 
Quando il giudizio sol s'aspetta a Dio? 

Non prese il Conte a scherzo, no, la morte! 
Anzi invitto s'offri vittima a Dio 
Per lavar le sue colpe: e in braccio a morte 
Corse, fastoso 6 ver, ma unito a Dio. 

Dunque unAlma che pecca, all'hor che in morte 
Grida pieta, non la concede Iddio? 
B dee perir d'impenitente morte? 

Pecco PAltan oontro il voler di Dio! 
II prossimo ridusse ancor a morte! 
Non ha percid misericordia Iddio? 

Non si conface al tuo pensier il mio. 
L' Altan contritto fu da un duol interno, 
Ne per dir, " Mondo addio " piombo all'Infemo. 
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Mentre fu decapitato il conte Althan a Venezia nel venerdi 
Novemlre 1121 

Trema al punto di morte un Ilarione 
Che settant' anni in penitenza e pianto 
Avea servito a Dio. Di Cristo a canto 
Muore, invitato al cielo, il buon ladrone. 

Althan visse una vita da fellone 
E va alia morte come fosse un santo. 
Ah! che il morir con quel superbo vanto 
D'innocente punito & prosonzione! 

Doppo aver accusata la sua sorte 
Con temerario ardir, " Popolo," disse 
" Addio ! Son innocente e vado a morte ! " 

Ah! s'altri dell' Althan in versi scrisse 
ChAlthan mori da grand' eroe, da forte, 
Altri scriva ch'Althan mori qual visse! 

Risposta 

Gran prosunzion, gran mente fina, 
Voler interpretar di Dio i secreti! 
Materia de piu occulti gabinetti 
E pensieri ghe xe che Findovina. 
Chi al cielo, chi all'inferno Althan destina, 
Tolendo al suo morir gli ultimi detti: 
Vergognatevi ! la, a voi no aspetti 
Voler interpretar mente divina ! 

Vi prego a condannar il corettore, 
Sapendo aver ragion! Parlo per questo 
AcciS vi ravvediate dell'errore. 

Meglio fareste, io ben ve lo protesto, 
D'interceder per lui verso il fattore, 
E non curarsi di saper il resto. 

Arthur Livingston. 

Columbia University. 



